temporary visual iterations of the black female slave body in her book The Repeating Body. She writes to address how black women have been neglected as significant subjects in narratives about slavery and its aftermath, and she assigns several purposes to this project. One of them is to "make legible the multiple enactments of hypervisibility black women cannot escape, and to highlight artistic attempts at using opacity, framing, fragmentation, and repetitions of the visual to illustrate a desire for black subjectivity that includes black women within it" (7). Brown examines the various ways in which the black woman's body has been represented across several mediums and attends to what these representations might suggest for how slavery is imagined and re-imagined in places such as the United States, Brazil, and the Caribbean. She offers an interdisciplinary work grounded in black feminist and critical race theories, visual studies, and literary criticism.
To orient readers towards how she will approach what she terms as black women's "repeating bodies," she provides in her introduction an impressive close reading of Audre Lorde's poem on Emmett Till's murder, titled "Aftermath." Brown contends that the poem expresses the way meaning is constructed out of witnessing images of traumatic experiences that hold in tension the objectification of black bodies and their subjectivity. She reflects on what the experience of witnessing means to those who create new narratives out of their visual experiences. In particular, Brown argues that a type of collective imaging occurs in viewers who see themselves in the narratives suggested by black bodies. The crux of her argument lies in her use of afterimage to theoretically frame readings of "repeating bodies," which is to say, (after)images of black women imagined, re-seen, and constructed to shape new narratives about black women's subjectivity. Brown draws insight from Katherine McKittrick, Toni Morrison, and Mary Ann Doane to make this point and states that her work aims to provide "a totality of vision-the image and the afterimage-in order to grapple with all of the ways in which black women fail to be seen with any clarity or insight" (3). In the chapters that follow, Brown takes as themes contemporary iterations of female bodies in pain or altered due to violence, the maternal black body, and bodies that signify the corporeality of spirits or the dead as they return. She weaves within her analysis a consideration of works of art and novels, such as Toni Morrison's Beloved (1987) and Gayl Jones' Corregidora (1975) , treating "images" as entities that are both overtly visual and literary in nature.
In fact, Brown lends special attention to Morrison's Beloved, seeing the novel as a "threading text" because of its "uncanny mutating abilities" and its way of "painfully lay [ing] bare the reiterative qualities of slavery's burdens" (13). A particularly striking example of Brown's analysis of certain visual images can be found in the second chapter. She interprets the use of fragmentation by artists such as María Magdalena Campos-Pons as expressing ways of viewing the black maternal body within and after slavery. Beginning the chapter with a reflection on Morrison's Beloved, Brown argues that Campos-Pons' When I Am Not Here/Estoy Allá employs fragmentation to show the maternal body as not only a vessel of the transatlantic slave trade but also as an entity yearning for a type of motherhood denied. Campos-Pons' imagery "conjures up the notion of a constantly migrating maternity," argues Brown, "[one that is] always filled with loss and longing, and ever producing milk" (70). Image and afterimage enter this analysis: the anonymity suggested in the faceless body represents millions of mothers during slavery (i.e., image); and the specificity of continued reverberations of slavery's effect (i.e., afterimage) represents the significance of self-portraiture to convey a contemporary, black familial context (71).
Brown delivers on her claim to provide a more inclusive examination of slavery through tracing the significance of black women's bodies in other texts as well. She aligns her work with that of critics such as Saidiya Hartman, Avery Gordon, and Christina Sharpe and argues that her contribution helps address a gap in attention to visual culture in conversations about the continued imaginings of slavery and the black woman's body. In this light, one might aptly read Brown's The Repeating Body as one that mirrors, in principle, classic works in the field produced by scholars such as John Hope Franklin and Sterling Stuckey, and quite recently, Stephanie Li, all of whom have written with the intention of revealing dynamic communities of black people resistant to the dehumanizing effects of slavery. Brown's work fits into this genre of study through its treatment of artistic works as narratives on experiences of black women of the Diaspora. She "reads" these narratives in ways that push against an Ellisonian type of hypervisibility that renders black women "invisible"; Brown interprets select works in ways that make visible black women's pain, desires, and claims for agency. As do other critics writing on slavery and its aftermath, Brown illuminates the way "object," or chattel, can become "subject," that is person, when viewed from a different perspective.
The challenge some readers might encounter when considering her argument is how to interpret subjectivity within the various analyses meant to recover the significance of the black woman's body. The type of bodies given prominence in the book could be seen as merely furthering discussions about the ways in which black women have been objectified through violence. However, Brown's privileging of visual and literary narratives, created primarily by women about black women's bodies, could be the point. In other words, subjectivity as treated in Brown's argument appears to be the visibility given to a subject through the power of storytelling, whether it be visual or literary. Subjectivity from this perspective seems grounded in who gets to tell or describe the story. More pointedly, when the speaker shares a similar contested, racialized or gendered body as that represented in the story of slavery, that speaker can see or "image" the story in ways that others may not. Brown foregrounds this claim in her close reading of Lorde's poem "Afterimages." She builds upon that reading with a reflection on John Edgar Wideman's The Cattle Killing. Brown reads a particular passage from Wideman's work to emphasize the passive presence of black women who Brown says are a "visual necessity . . . [but end up being a] ghost of representation," when it comes to imaging the slave experience and its aftermath (4). Here she suggests the power of a black feminist perspective to recover the subjectivity of black women elided in masculinist readings or interpretations of the slave experience and its aftermath.
Some attention to trauma theory from scholars like Cathy Caruth might have proven helpful in sharpening this particular theoretical framework involving image and afterimage. While reading Repeating Body, I began to see "image" as the act of violence and "afterimage" as reverberations or living with the effects of that violence, which trauma theorists would equate with trauma. Within this framework, rendering one's take on the act of violence after it has occurred, and having a witness to validate one's story, makes possible a type of agency. This dynamic is alluded to via the communal imaging Brown speaks to, an imaging that renders the "invisible" visible and allows room for continued meaning-making through visual narratives.
Notwithstanding these caveats, Brown's book makes an important contribution to discourses on the imaging and reading of black women's bodies that traces back to the burgeoning neo-slave narratives of the 1970s and 1980s and that includes such representative works as Julie Dash's film Daughters of the Dust and Alex Haley's Roots. Images from these works have arguably dominated discussions about the way black communities have been envisioned. Additionally, given continued attention to the subject of slavery in contemporary popular visual culture, for example, as treated in Steve McQueen's Twelve Years a Slave (2013), the drama series Underground (2016), and the current remake of Roots (2016), Brown's concentrated attention to images of black women's bodies provides a valuable resource to scholars interested in following this thematic thread. Even though Brown does not treat film expressly in her study, her insightful analyses of ways to read black women's bodies can be extrapolated to other genres. Finally, I must note that her style of writing is a bit discursive and esoteric, which means readers must be prepared to parse a few difficult passages. What they will find are many incisive connections made by Brown, along with concomitant stunning visuals from works by artists such as Faith Ringgold, Betye Saar, and María Magdalena Campos-Pons.
